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Abstract 


in the next millennium, rapid shifts in the values and goals of 
our society will have an impact upon how land is used, owned, and 
governed. The changing patterns of real property use and governance 
will be of particular importance in determining how people will live 
together in the future. New configurations of social and community 
life will emerge as those who are disillusioned with urban life and 
contemporary culture search for a connection with nature and each 
other. 

Some people will leave the urban centers searching for a fuller 
life in the country. A sustainable integration of rural communities 
with the land they occupy is one form of human ecology that will 
allow a deepening of the connections that have been fragmented by 
the failures of post-industrial society. Because of the sensitive 
nature of rural land, this migration needs to be conducted with a 
deep appreciation of rural ecology. 

Model rural educational communities that rely on principles of 
ecology and sustainability will need to be developed in order to 


demonstrate and teach right livelihood. In support of changes to 
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community and land use patterns, advances in theoretical and 
practical approaches regarding use and sustainability are emerging, 
and require contexts in which to be tested. An important 
responsibility for leaders will be to facilitate individuals and 
groups in the search to restore a meaningful social existence, 
creativity using new theories and approaches to enliven unexpected 
possibilities for community. 

Projects that lead or support the changing social needs of 
members of our society will allow for individuals, families, and 
communities to develop an enriched sense of self and other, as well 
as create real monetary and social value both for themselves and for 
generations to follow. 

These ideas are the result of my research over the past five 
years at the Esalen Institute, which is an educational community 
situated in a rural area in coastal California. The Esalen Institute is 
a notable and sustained social experiment concerned with self- 
growth and community life. Section 1 summarizes my findings 
concerning the social and economic dimensions of this organization, 
and how what has been developed within the organization can serve 


as an example of both the problems and opportunities of living 
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within an educational community. 

Section 2 discusses the social action project | created with the 
support of the Esalen Institute. The Limekiln project is an ongoing 
experiment in community life and land stewardship located on a 
large property in Big Sur, California. During this project new 
ecological and social models involving our community, the public, 
and various constituents have been tested in an actual situation. 

Section 3 examines the theory of community and the commons, 
and proposes new models for the creation of sustainable community 
projects in rural areas. These ideas are based in part on findings 
from my research at Esalen and my involvement with the Limekiln 
project. Section 4, the Statement of Contextual Inquiry, outlines the 


bibliographic and scholarly influences on my work and research. 
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PREFACE 


There are many people along the way who have been 
instrumental to my education since undertaking these studies, and 
many who have supported me at critical times when | was about to 
flounder. | am grateful to everyone, and would like to thank a few in 
particular. 

Janet Lederman, “JL”, fellow outsider and rebel, for bringing 
me back to Esalen after my initial disenchantments, and teaching me 
about the power of difference and being different. With her death | 
lost one of my most important mentors, and Esalen lost one of its 
last keepers of tradition. 

Chris Price, for being my moral and emotional guide through 
uncharted personal and social terrain. Without the intervention of 
her wisdom and humor | would be lost in the quagmire of my self- 
doubt, and | am profoundly grateful for her gifts. 

The Limekiln group, Honey Williams, Allen Mayfield, Doni Yona, 
Steve Harper, and David Hanson, for agreeing to come along on my 
risky and improbable voyage. Although the path has sometimes been 
rocky, we created something new with little more than vision and 


chutzpa. We have learned from each other and grown in the process. 
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The Esalen community, for tolerating my curious task, 
welcoming me as a member of the organization, and providing me 
with great material. 

My Union Doctoral Committee, Willson Williams, Ph.D., Suzanne 
Lerner, Ph.D., Sévinour Carter, Constance Cappel, Ph.D., Mimi White, 
Ph.D., and Robert McAndrews, Ph.D., for their unswerving support on 
my long and often curious voyage through the Union Institute. 

My mother and father, Helen and Joe Singer, for encouraging me 
from a young age to follow my own path and to be an educated 
person. Thank you for your unconditional love and support. 

And finally to Dawn McGee, my loving friend and mate, for 
always being there with love, respect, and presence. It is to her 


that this work is dedicated. 
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D tON 

“Radical questions are radical in that they question the 
foundations of the discipline from which they are asked. They must 
be rasewed in ways which may be quite alien to the discipline and 
even to the entire intellectual tradition in which the discipline 


flourishes.” 


Johnson and Douglas 


My Project Demonstrating Excellence (PDE) has three 
components. The first component is the Limekiln project which | 
began with the support of the Esalen Institute. The project was 
intended to. be, among other things, a social action project as 
defined by the Union Institute. 

During this project the Limekiln team members have attempted to 
develop and implement new models of land stewardship, group and 
community processes, and public service. Limekiln is. a pilot attempt 
at what | hope is a broader effort to protect and use land, support 
communities, and provide benefit and enjoyment to the public. 

The second component is Sections 1-3 of the following text, 


which is intended to describe and summarize five years of activity 
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and research. The general and interdisciplinary nature of this text is 
-intentional. The writing is an overview and outline of a significant 
quantity of research material. While | hope to make certain 
Asante contained herein the subject of further research and 
writing, these elements reflect the primary and relevant domains of 
this study. The text of the PDE also addresses the historical, 
critical, and theoretical implications of my work. 

The third component, which is titled the “Statement of 
Contextual Inquiry” is designed to review the relevant research and 
writing that has influenced my work. Again, because of the highly 
interdisciplinary nature of my activities and research, | have cited 
only those works that are seminal or are particularly connected to 
the area of inquiry. 

Further, the text of the PDE represents a progression in my life 
and work. Section 1, which examines the contemporary environment 
of the Esalen Institute, discusses specific findings in my first 3 
years of study. This section is not intended to be a complete 
analysis or history of Esalen, but rather a selective study of those 
elements within the organization which most affect life in the 


community. | am critical of certain aspects of Esalen in this section, 
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for | feel that there are points to be illuminated if Esalen is going to 
continue to strive for what have historically been its ideals. But | 
wish to state here my respect for Esalen, as it was at Esalen that | 
was able to develop the confidence and skill to strike out in new 
directions. 

Section 2, which discusses the Limekiln project, is an account 
of my current work. The land and initial concepts for Limekiln are 
described in the text. It is important to realize that while connected 
in many ways with Esalen, this work represents a real departure 
from Esalen and an attempt to do things differently based on what | 
have learned from the Institute. Also worth noting is that the 
Limekiln project was and is an experiment, a course set in uncharted 
professional waters. So while Section 1 deals factually with how 
Esalen operates both as a community and a business, Section 2 has 
an element of adventure, of the discoveries made during a fledgling 
attempt at a substantial project involving millions of dollars and a 
true “cast of characters”. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 outline the primary 
opportunities and problems that this social action project is 
currently facing. 


Section 3 is about the future and how | imagine my role and the 
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role of my associates in the next millennium. As a team we are 
developing the land use, development, community, and legal skills 
necessary to actively engage in the participatory process of land 
acquisition and community development using the evolving models 
developed through this research. 

Because of the complexity and range of issues that were the 
subject of my inquiries, | am also recommending that the committee 
engage me in dialogue at the time of the Pregraduation meeting, as 
it is not the intent of this document to examine in detail everything 
that happened during the course of my research. By this dialogue, | 
think the committee will gain a broader appreciation of the complex 
nature of the Limekiln project, for it has been and continues to be a 
hive of activities and events. 

There are many ways for me to characterize my life over the 
last five years at the Union and Esalen Institutes. Work that 
resonates over such a long period will naturally lend itself to many 
different perceptions. For example, there were times when | 
imagined myself as a social theorist, struggling with how | fit in 
the powerful social forces at work around me. A fragment from my 


personal journal best. captures how | felt at those moments: 
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“Home is where we start from. Some, having 
known home once, yearn to return to a place 
which no longer exists. This is called 
nostalgia. The cruel passage of time wears 
away the familiar, gradually making it 
unfamiliar, foreign. There is nothing to return 
to. 

Others, having never known home, embrace an 
unknowable future, becoming gradually 
disfigured by the knowledge of inevitable 
death. There is nothing to cling to or pursue. 
The past and the future are alive with the 
risks of collapsed icons, subject always to 
narration, displacement, interpretation. 

The only possible home exists in the space 
between past and future, and that present 
space is always moving; indeed it is 
movement itself. Home is perpetually slipping 
away into time - our time is the time of the 


Nomad.” 
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There were other times when | departed from the abstract 
perch of the theorist and entered into the more earthly world of the 
social activist, plotting to revolutionize the very organization | had 
come to study. During my early research at Esalen, ! and a small 
group had plans to fake over the organization; during the tensest 
moments of the Limekiln project we imagined making a concerted 
political action in order to keep the Forest Service or Esalen from 
taking “our” land. 

These perceptions shifted according to the practical and 
emotional mandates of my deliberations and observations regarding 
the research and project work. This flux of role redefinition became 
a very tiring process, and my fatigued posture evidenced the 
foremost side effect of a classic problem in fieldwork. The boundary 
between self and other, subject and object became blurred. | felt 
the need to have a steadfast position at some point, if only to rest. 

At still another level | was just living my life, wondering if it 
was in fact so desirable to have, as | suggested | wanted in my 
Learning Agreement, my personal and professional life one 
integrated whole. What | neglected to account for at the time was 


that if my life was fully integrated there was no place go for 
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necessary escape. Despite the intensity of the last five years, 
however, | was always aware that | was on a journey, a continuing 
process of learning, even when all paths seemed blocked. | would not 


have had it any other way. 
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SECTION - THE ESALEN INSTITUTE 
.Chapter 1 - Esalen and Self-Work 
Prologue 

Esalen is a 30-year-old educational nonprofit corporation 
founded by Michael Murphy and Dick Price. The organization has a 
long and complex history, as it played a major role in the 
development of the human potential movement. The history of Esalen 
is adequately described in Upstart Spring, (Anderson, 1983), the only 
published scholarly examination of the organization. The chronicle 
of Upstart Spring ends in 1983, two years prior to the sudden death 
of Dick Price. This current work deals primarily with the period 
following Dick Price’s death. 

Currently, Michael Murphy is the Chairman of Esalen’s Board, 
which is composed of seven other people: Steve Donovan, Esalen’s 
President, Mary Ellen Klee, Bokara Legendre, George Leonard, Chris 
Price, William Seacrest, and Jeremy Tarcher. Brian Lyke is Esalen’s 
general manager. The Esalen organization consists of approximately 
20 core staff, 25 contract staff, 30 extended students, and 20 
practitioners. With few exceptions, most people become members of 


the organization by participating in the work scholar program. The 
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45 work scholars pay for the program and can stay at Esalen a 
maximum of three months. They work 32 hours a week in one of the 
Institute’s departments doing the labor that supports Esalen’s 
catalog workshop business. They also participate in intensive group 
learning activities. 

The total population of Esalen at any one time is about 200 
people, which includes up to 100 guests attending workshops. 
Workshop participants primarily attend 2- and 5- day seminars that 
cost $350 and $675, respectively. These fees include double 
occupancy hotel style rooms. Longer programs are sometimes 
available. As in the case of everyone living, working, or attending 
workshops at Esalen, meals, accommodations, and property 
privileges are provided. 

In the current catalog, published three times a year, Esalen is 
described as “A center to encourage work in the humanities and 
sciences that promotes human values and potentials. Its activities 
consist of public seminars, residential work study programs, 
invitational conferences, research, and semi-autonomous projects.” 

Esalen’s primary business activity is conducting various 


workshops for the public. Esalen generates about five million 
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dollars a year in revenue through its catalog programs. No other 
advertising is performed, as many of the people who come to Esalen 
have been guests in the past. 

The main Esalen Institute property is located on the central 
California coast in Big Sur and consists of about 26 acres on two 
plateaus about 150 feet above sea level, divided by Hot Springs 
Canyon. On the south side of the property are located the hot 
mineral baths, a lodge, an organic garden, and most of the meeting 
space and guest accommodations. Some staff housing is located here 
as well. On the north side of the property are located more staff 


housing, the Big and Little Houses, Gazebo preschoo!, and the farm. 
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Self-Work 


“Always in the long corridors of the psyche 
doors are opening and doors are slamming shut. 
We rise each day to give birth or to murder 
selves that go through our hands like tiny fish.” 


Audre Lorde 


The Esalen Institute’s primary mission is to advance the 
Spiritual and emotional growth of the individual. This section 
describes the three primary avenues through which individuals 
explore new domains of themselves: as work scholars, as 
participants in workshops, and as members of the Esalen community. 

| first experienced Esalen for a month as a work scholar in the 
summer of 1987. In many ways, this was a fateful, if brief, 
encounter. Although | continued on to New York as fall approached, | 
felt as though | had been marked by the place and the people | met 
there. In retrospect, it was during this month that | began, as if 
jolted by lightning, to develop a new awareness of myself and my 


work and enter into a different phase of my life. Driven by curiosity 
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and anxious about what my experiences there elicited in me, | 
returned to Esalen with great frequency over the next year. 

Although | was often uncomfortable at Esalen, | could not stop 
thinking about the community of people who had come to rest on the 
narrow shelf of land peneen Highway 1 and the Pacific ocean. From 
the first day | began to explore the land and analyze the community. 
Soon ! was consumed, and by the fall of 1988 began systematically 
studying myself and the community as a newly matriculated learner 
at the Union Institute. Five years later, after the passage of many 
events and the assumption of various roles, the phenomena created 
around Esalen continue to fascinate and puzzle me. 

It is difficult to define Esalen in terms of how it attracts those 
who come to visit or stay. For some, Esalen serves as a catalyst to 
move them from one place in their lives to another. Others come to 
let go of the facade or armor which they have carried with them like 
a great burden. Still others come looking for adventure to escape 
from their quotidian world. 

Perhaps the most important factor that draws people to Esalen 
is the desire to heal or change. During my early interviews with 


people at Esalen, this was an overriding concern, aithough the 
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language people used to describe the seduction of the place varied 
considerably. 

The vortex of Esalen’s energy field has drawn to it an 
eccentric and wildly diverse collection of individuals from all over 
the world. Participants are united by nothing more than their 
common personal search and attachment to place, and try to 
communicate with each other over vast cultural chasms. Both the 
search for meaning and the vast differences among participants 
were spoken of during my interviews. 

On the surface, there is not much to do at Esalen other than 
take baths, talk in the lodge, or attend workshops. However, when 
these activities are given the attention and reflective quality that 
they receive in the rarified environment of Esalen, the time is 
pervaded with a surprizing sense of busyness, if not fullness. 

The days seem filled with flurry of personal and social 
movement. The daily life of the Institute is particularly rich. Much 
of the time, people are preoccupied with their own experiences and 
feelings, and the remainder of the time seems dedicated to curiosity 
about others or concerns about conflicts with managers or peers. 


These curiosities and concerns have an endless landscape to explore 
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